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(57) ABSTRACT

A system for isolating electrical current in an aircraft struc-
ture includes a first structure a bearing having an outer race
and an inner race and a liner disposed therebetween, the
outer race having a second structure coupled thereto. A
dielectric seal is secured to the outer race and engages the
inner race. A conditionally non-conductive gas occupies a
sealed chamber that defines a gap between the inner race and
the outer race. The gap has a predetermined magnitude
sufficient to prevent electrical arcing or current leakage
between the inner race and the outer race at a first voltage
less than that voltage resulting from a lightning strike;
and/or to conduct an electrical current between the inner
race and the outer race at a second voltage greater than or
equal to the voltage resulting from the lightning strike.

10 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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FIG. 4

PRIOR ART
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1
SYSTEM FOR ISOLATING ELECTRICAL
CURRENT IN A BEARING FOR USE IN AN
AIRCRAFT STRUCTURE

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This patent application claims the benefit of U.S. Provi-
sional Patent Application Ser. No. 62/051,877, filed on Sep.
17, 2014, which is hereby incorporated by reference in its
entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to a system for
isolating electrical current in a bearing for use in an aircraft
structure, and more specifically to a sealed chamber in the
bearing and a conditionally non-conductive gas that fluidly
occupies the sealed chamber.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In order to reduce weight and increase structural strength,
aircraft are increasingly using composite materials, which
often are non-conductive. Aircraft also have to manage
electrical currents caused by electromagnetic effects (EME)
such as those caused by lightning, radio towers, and static
discharge by providing conductive paths and electrical iso-
lation where required. EME such as lightning may have
large currents and high voltages capable of producing elec-
trical arcing across exposed surfaces. In aircraft made with
non-conductive composite materials, good electrical paths
are required to dissipate EME energy, and good electrical
isolation is required to protect sensitive equipment and
fluids. Bonding and grounding requirements for aircraft
electrical systems such as wing ice protection systems must
also be provided for.

Aircraft leading edge structures such as slats with track
arms and other aircraft structures are generally designed to
have grounding paths to dissipate EME energy, for example
through bearings employed in such structures. However, for
normal operation, the electrical system has an electrical
current return network for grounding the electrical system.
It may be desirable that the electrical system conduct ground
current through the current return network during normal
operation and not through the aircraft structure ground paths
used for EME.

As shown in FIG. 4, a conditionally non-conductive
material 101 can be disposed between or coated on parts of
the bearing 120 to provide electrical isolation for lower
voltages for bonding and grounding purposes, while provid-
ing a conductive path for EME purposes such as conducting
large voltages of lightning strikes. However, use of such
conditionally non-conductive material 101 typically requires
that the material be applied between bearing components
that by design require freedom of relative motion. As shown
in FIG. 5, after the bearing components 120 are misaligned,
the coating material 101 tears leaving areas 111 uncoated
and thereby terminating the electrical isolation.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

There is disclosed herein a system for isolating electrical
current in an aircraft structure. The system includes a first
structure, a second structure and a bearing mounted ther-
ebetween. The bearing includes an outer race defining an
outer race inner surface and an outer race side surface. The

20

25

40

45

55

60

2

bearing also includes an inner race disposed partially in the
outer race and coupled to the first structure. The inner race
defines an inner race outer surface. A liner is disposed
between the outer race inner surface and the inner race outer
surface. The second structure is coupled to the outer race.
The bearing includes a dielectric seal secured to the outer
race side surface and sealingly and slidingly engaging the
inner race outer surface. The bearing includes a sealed
chamber defined by the dielectric seal, the outer race inner
surface, the inner race outer surface and an edge of the liner.
A conditionally non-conductive gas (e.g., air) for condition-
ally electrically isolating the first structure from the second
structure fluidly occupies the sealed chamber. The sealed
chamber defines a minimum gap between the inner race
outer surface and the outer race inner surface. The gap has
a predetermined magnitude sufficient to prevent electrical
arcing or current leakage between the inner race outer
surface and the outer race inner surface at a first voltage. The
first voltage is less than a threshold voltage (e.g., less than
about 350 volts and/or less than a voltage resulting from a
lightning strike). The gap also has a predetermined magni-
tude sufficient to conduct an electrical current between the
inner race outer surface and the outer race inner surface at
a second voltage. The second voltage is greater than or equal
to the threshold voltage (e.g., greater than or equal to 350
volts and/or less than a voltage resulting from a lightning
strike). The threshold voltage is such that at normal opera-
tion, voltage differences between aircraft components sup-
ported by the bearing will be less than this threshold voltage.
During a non-normal operational event (such as a lightning
strike), the voltage between bearing connected components
can be greater than the threshold voltage.

In one embodiment, the conditionally non-conductive gas
has an electrical resistance, at the gap, of a magnitude
sufficient to cause the electrical current to preferentially flow
through the gap, instead of through the liner.

In one embodiment, the conditionally non-conductive gas
is operable to electrically isolate the first structure from the
second structure if the first voltage is less than a voltage
threshold, and electrically coupling the first structure to the
second structure if the second voltage is greater than the
voltage threshold.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a cross sectional view of a system of isolating
electrical current in an aircraft structure and shown posi-
tioned in a bearing mounted in the aircraft structure;

FIG. 2 is a cross sectional view of the bearing of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is an enlarged view of the portion X of the bearing
of FIG. 2;

FIG. 4 is a photograph of a prior art bearing shown with
a sealant applied thereto and installed in a test housing; and

FIG. 5 is a photograph of the bearing of FIG. 4 shown
after the sealant cured and after misalignment of an inner
member of the bearing relative to an outer member of the
bearing.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

As shown in FIG. 1, a system for isolating electrical
current in an aircraft structure, hereinafter “the isolation
system,” is generally indicated by the numeral 10. The
isolation system 10 includes a bearing 20 moveably coupled
to and positioned between an electrically conductive first
structure 30, for example a frame, and an electrically con-
ductive second structure 40, for example, a shaft. The first
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structure 30 has an interior surface 32 defining a bore 34
extending through the first structure 30. The second structure
40 has a cylindrical exterior surface 42 thereon.

The bearing 20 illustrated in FIGS. 1-3 is a spherical
bearing which includes an electrically conductive outer race
22 and an electrically conductive inner race 24 partially
disposed in the outer race 22. The outer race 22 defines a
spherical outer race inner surface 22A, a cylindrical outer
race exterior surface 22B and an outer race side surface 22C.
A beveled portion 22D extends between the spherical outer
race inner surface 22A and the outer race side surface 22C.
A juncture 22] is defined at a transition from the spherical
outer race inner surface 22A to the beveled portion 22D. The
inner race 24 defines a spherical outer surface 24A and a
cylindrical inner surface 24B that defines a bore 25 extend-
ing through the inner race 24. The outer race 22 is coupled
to the first structure 30. In particular, the cylindrical outer
race exterior surface 22B is positioned in the bore 34, for
example by press fitting, so that the cylindrical outer race
exterior surface 22B engages and is in electrical communi-
cation with the interior surface 32 of the first structure 30. A
portion of the second structure 40 is positioned in the bore
25 so that the cylindrical exterior surface 42 engages and is
in electrical communication with the cylindrical inner sur-
face 24B. While the bearing 20 is shown and described as a
spherical bearing, the present invention is not limited in this
regard as other types of bearings may be employed including
but not limited to journal bearings and bushings.

The bearing 20 includes a dielectric seal 26 secured (e.g.,
via an adhesive) to each of opposing ones of the outer race
side surface 22C and sealingly and slidingly engages the
inner race outer surface 24A. The seal 26 prevents contami-
nants from entering into an area between the inner race 24
and the outer race 22. The seal 26 is manufactured from any
suitable dielectric material including but not limited to
Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE), rubber and plastic.

A liner 28 is disposed between the spherical outer race
inner surface 22A and the inner race outer surface 24A. The
liner 28 extends between opposing edge portions 28E. The
liner 28 is of a continuous form absent any holes, perfora-
tions, slits, discontinuities or the like extending there-
through. In one embodiment, the liner 28 is secured to the
spherical outer race inner surface 22A and slidingly engages
the spherical outer surface 24A. In one embodiment, the
liner 28 is secured to the spherical outer surface 24A and
slidingly engages the spherical outer race inner surface 22A.
The liner 28 is manufactured from a self-lubricating material
such as PTFE. As shown in FIG. 3, the liner 28 has a
thickness T.

The thickness T of the liner 28 is configured to prevent
electrical arcing between the outer surface 24A of the inner
race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A for low level
voltages experienced during normal operation, including
low level voltage malfunctions or excursions. For example,
the thickness T of the liner is of a sufficient magnitude to
prevent electrical arcing between the outer surface 24A of
the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A at
voltages up to about 350 volts RMS or 350 volts AC.

The thickness T of the liner 28 is configured to limit
electrical current leakage between the outer surface 24A of
the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A for low
level voltages experienced during normal operation, includ-
ing low level voltage malfunctions or excursions. For
example, the thickness T of the liner 28 is configured to limit
electrical current leakage between the outer surface 24A of
the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A at
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voltages up to about 350 volts RMS or 350 volts AC, to a
predetermined magnitude of current leakage.

Low-voltage isolation tests were performed at low level
voltages, for example at 350 volts RMS, on the bearing 20.
The test is considered failed if: 1) electrical arcing or
sparking is observed; or 2) current leakage exceeds 1 mA,
and equivalent resistance calculated (per V=IR, with mea-
sured values of V (voltage) and I (current)) is less than 2
kilo-ohms.

In one embodiment, the liner 28 is configured to prevent
electrical arcing between the outer surface 24A of the inner
race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A at a voltage
resulting from a lightning strike. In one embodiment, the
liner 28 is configured to prevent electrical arcing between
the outer surface 24 A of the inner race 24 and the outer race
inner surface 22A at a voltage resulting from a lightning
strike, without incurring damage to the liner 28 or requiring
replacement of the liner. In one embodiment, the liner 28 is
configured to conduct current between the outer surface 24A
of the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A at
a voltage resulting from a lightning strike.

In one embodiment, the thickness T of the liner 28 is
about 0.015"+0.001 inches. While the thickness T of the
liner 28 is described as being about 0.015"+0.001 inches, the
present invention is not limited in this regard as other
thickness may be employed including but not limited to the
thickness T being about 0.005 to about 0.025 inches.

As shown in FIG. 2, the bearing 20 includes an annular
sealed chamber 50 proximate each axial end of the outer race
22 and extending around the inner race 24. As best shown in
FIG. 3, the sealed chamber is defined by the dielectric seal
26, the spherical outer surface 24A of the inner race 24, the
beveled portion 22D of the outer race 22 and the edge
portion 28E of the liner 28. A gap G extends a minimum
distance between the juncture 22J and the spherical outer
surface 24A. In one embodiment the gap G is equal to the
thickness T of the liner 28 and is about 0.015"+0.001 inches
thick. A conditionally non-conductive (e.g., an electrical
isolator or dielectric) medium or fluid 60 for conditionally
electrically isolating the first structure from the second
structure occupies and is contained in the sealed chamber 50.
In one embodiment, the conditionally non-conductive fluid
60 is a gas, such as for example, air or nitrogen. The sealed
chamber 50 is configured to contain the conditionally non-
conductive fluid 60 upon misalignment of the inner race 24
relative to the outer race 22. While the gap G of the liner 28
is described as being about 0.015"+0.001 inches, the present
invention is not limited in this regard as other magnitudes of
the gap G may be employed including but not limited to
about 0.005 to about 0.025 inches.

The sealed chamber 50 and, in particular, the gap G
located in the sealed chamber 50 is sized to conditionally
electrically isolate the first structure 30 from the second
structure 40 if a first electrical voltage is less than a voltage
threshold (e.g., a voltage threshold of 350 volts RMS or 350
volts AC), and electrically couple the first structure 30 to the
second structure 40 if a second electrical voltage is greater
than the voltage threshold, for example a high voltage level
(e.g., greater than 350 volts, a peak voltage of 10 kV or a
peak voltage of 15 kV) such as that resulting from a
lightning strike.

With the conditionally non-conductive fluid 60 fluidly
occupying the sealed chamber 50, the gap G is configured to
prevent electrical arcing between the outer surface 24A of
the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A for low
level voltages experienced during normal operation, includ-
ing low level voltage malfunctions or excursions. In one
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embodiment, with the conditionally non-conductive fluid 60
fluidly occupying the sealed chamber 50, the gap G has a
predetermined magnitude (e.g., 0.015"+0.001 inches) suffi-
cient to prevent electrical arcing between the outer surface
24 A of the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A
at a voltage up to about 350 volts RMS or 350 volts AC.

With the conditionally non-conductive fluid 60 fluidly
occupying the sealed chamber 50, the gap G is configured to
limit electrical current leakage between the outer surface
24 A of the inner race 24 and the outer race inner surface 22A
for low level voltages experienced during normal operation,
including low level voltage malfunctions or excursions. In
one embodiment, with the conditionally non-conductive
fluid 60 fluidly occupying the sealed chamber 50, the gap G
has a predetermined magnitude (e.g., 0.015"+0.001 inches)
sufficient to limit electrical current leakage between the
outer surface 24A of the inner race 24 and the outer race
inner surface 22A at a voltage up to about 350 volts RMS or
350 volts AC between the outer race inner surface and the
inner race outer surface.

In one embodiment, with the conditionally non-conduc-
tive fluid 60 fluidly occupying the sealed chamber 50, the
gap G has a predetermined magnitude (e.g., 0.015"+0.001
inches) sufficient to conduct an electrical current between
the outer surface 24A of the inner race 24 and the outer race
inner surface 22A at a voltage greater than 350 volts AC
(e.g., a voltage resulting from a lightning strike, 10kV or 15
kV or greater). In one embodiment, the conditionally non-
conductive fluid 60 fluidly occupying the sealed chamber 50
has an electrical resistance, at the gap G, of a magnitude
sufficient to cause the electrical current to preferentially flow
through the gap G, instead of through the liner 28. In one
embodiment, the conditionally non-conductive fluid 60 flu-
idly occupying the sealed chamber 50 has an electrical
resistance, at the gap G, of a magnitude sufficient to cause
the electrical current to flow through the gap G, instead of
through the liner 28, without causing damage to the liner 28
or requiring replacement of the liner 28.

In a lightning strike test a waveform profile pulse with
peak voltage set to 15 kV is applied to the bearing 20 via the
first structure 30. The test is considered failed if breakdown
does not occur (i.e. isolation is maintained, and current does
not flow between the outer race 22 and inner race 24.

Although the present invention has been disclosed and
described with reference to certain embodiments thereof, it
should be noted that other variations and modifications may
be made, and it is intended that the following claims cover
the variations and modifications within the true scope of the
invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for isolating electrical current in an aircraft
structure, the system comprising:

a first structure;

a bearing comprising:

an outer race defining an outer race inner surface and an
outer race side surface;

an inner race disposed partially in the outer race and
coupled to the first structure, the inner race defining
an inner race outer surface; and
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a liner disposed between the outer race inner surface
and the inner race outer surface;

a second structure coupled to the outer race;

a dielectric seal secured to the outer race side surface and
sealingly and slidingly engaging the inner race outer
surface;

a sealed chamber defined by the dielectric seal, the outer
race inner surface, the inner race outer surface and an
edge of the liner;

a conditionally non-conductive gas for conditionally elec-
trically isolating the first structure from the second
structure, the conditionally non-conductive gas fluidly
occupying the sealed chamber; and

the sealed chamber defines a minimum gap between the
inner race outer surface and the outer race inner sur-
face, the gap has at least one of:

a predetermined magnitude sufficient to prevent elec-
trical arcing or current leakage between the inner
race outer surface and the outer race inner surface at
a first voltage, the first voltage being less than a
voltage resulting from a lightning strike; and

a predetermined magnitude sufficient to conduct an
electrical current between the inner race outer sur-
face and the outer race inner surface at a second
voltage, the second voltage being at least as great as
the voltage resulting from the lightning strike.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the conditionally
non-conductive gas has an electrical resistance, at the gap, of
a magnitude sufficient to cause the electrical current to
preferentially flow through the gap, instead of through the
liner.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the conditionally
nonconductive gas is air.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the conditionally
non-conductive gas is operable to electrically isolate the first
structure from the second structure if the first voltage is less
than a threshold voltage, and electrically coupling the first
structure to the second structure if the second voltage is
greater than the threshold voltage.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the bearing is one of a
spherical bearing, a bushing, and a journal bearing.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the dielectric seal
comprises at least one of polytetrafluoroethylene, plastic and
rubber.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the liner is a continuous
form.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the second voltage is
at least about 350 volts.

9. The system of claim 1, wherein the liner is configured
to limit electrical current leakage from the inner race outer
surface and the outer race inner surface at the second
voltage.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the liner is configured
to prevent electrical arcing between the inner race outer
surface and the outer race inner surface at the second
voltage.



